ABSTRACT. ]7his paper examines the perceived ethical values of Malaysian managers. It is based on the opinions of 15 hypothetical ethical/unethical business situations from the 81 managers who agreed to participate in the survey. The findings of this study showed that these Malaysian managers have high ethical values. However 53% of the respondents believed that the ethical standards of today are lower than that of 15 years ago. Apparently, this is related to the existence of many unethical business practices prevalent in the modern business world. The behavior of one's immediate superior is the most important factor in influencing managers to commit unethical practices. The results also indicate only a slight variation among the managers in terms of perceived ethical values by virtue of job position, job specialization, type of business activity or the size of the business organization.
Introduction
One of the issues gaining increasing prominence in business management today is the question of ethics. Over the last three decades, only a few theoretical and empirical studies have been conducted in this area. Most of the research was carried out in the developed countries, particularly in the west, while 
Previous research
In comparing the ethical perceptions of Chinese and British managers, Kam-Hon Lee (1981) found no differences between the two group in a set of morally difficult marketing situations. The implications were that though the Hong Kong managers were of different racial origins, that is one group was British while the other was Chinese, all subscribed to local ethical values, hence the local culture became the norm. A similar conclusion was made when comparing the top-level managers with those from the middle level. The findings also showed that there were significant main effects due to management level in four of the ten ethical statements. Kam-Hon Lee found significant differences between the top and middle-level managers on ethical statements relating to "deceptive advertising," "irritation in advertising," "unethical sales practices," and "defending healthfulness of cigarette smoking." It was also found thae the middle-level managers were tess ethical than those from the top level. Job position, however, does not appear to have much influence on variations in perceived ethical values. On the other hand, in examining the marketing executive's perceptions of ethics in Singapore, Mehta and Kau (1984) found that the hierarchical level in the organization was positively related to the level of ethics. The higher the level of the executive, the more unethical were the situations perceived. Lincoln et al. (1982) examined the variations in the level of ethics of top executives by their job functional areas (finance, marketing or production) and found significant differences in ethical beliefs among different job specialisations. The marketing executives showed more ethical bdiefs and personal values than the finance or production executives. Finance executives were found to have the lowest level, while the production executives were somewhere in between. This phenomenon is related to the fact that the job of marketing executives is more exposed to other people (customer, competitor and government scrutiny) than the finance or production executives (Lincoln et al., 1982) . This suggests the importance of job specialization in influencing ethical/unethical behavior. As a corollary, it is expected that there would be significant variations in the perceived ethical values of managers in different types of business activities. In examining the ethics of respondents in small versus large firms, Longenecker et al. (1989) found significant differences in twelve of the sixteen vignettes. In six of the twelve issues, the small firms expressed a more stringent view of ethics as compared to executives from larger firms. Among the ethical issues which have a lower tolerance level in small firms are "misleading financial reporting" and "defending healthfulness of cigarette smoking." As to the racial or socio-cultural settings, McDonald and Zepp (1987) found significant differences in ethical perceptions between Australian and Hong Kong Chinese managers. Becker and Fritzsche (1987) in comparing French, German and American managers, found the French to be more optimistic (than the German or American managers) on the effectiveness of formal business codes in their business world. The Germans tended to be more pessimistic and were inclined to agree that businessmen were forced to resort to unethical practices to survive. In comparing the perceptions and attitudes of Hong Kong and United States personnel, Dolecheck and Dolecheck (1987) found significant differences in percentage responses for seven of the eight ethical circumstances posed. Such variations may be explained partially by demographic differences.
The findings of the previous studies suggested mixed results on the variations in ethical values of managers by virtue of their job positions such as hierarchical levels, functionaI areas and size of firms. Hence this study is undertaken with the objectives of focussing on these variables.
As regards factors influencing managers to behave unethically, Brenner and Molander (1977) found that the behavior of the superior is more important in contributing towards such a conduct. This conclusion appeared to be similar to the one found by Dolecheck and Dolecheck (1987) . However, the former found that "one's personal financial need"
